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Re-creating  the  Lincoln-Douglas  Debates  (continued frontpage  5) 


gan  his  campaign  inauspiciously  by 
trailing  after  the  incumbent  taking  the 
opportunity  to  rebut  his  opponent's 
remarks  before  the  large  crowds  Dou- 
glas routinely  attracted. 

Eventually,  a  pro-Lincoln  paper 
suggested  staging  "joint  meetings" 
where  both  candidates  could  address 
the  same  crowds  at  the  same  time.  The 
idea  was  unprecedented  in  an  age  in 
which  voters  did  not  even  elect  United 
States  senators  directly,  but  merely 
chose  state  legislators  who  later  cast 
ballots  to  fill  the  senate  seats.  Douglas, 
emboldened  by  frontier  machismo  even 
though  he  had  nothing  to  gain  by  shar- 
ingplatforms  with  a  lesser-known  chal- 
lenger, found  it  impossible  to  refuse. 

The  warriors  determined  that  each 
debate  would  last  three  hours — a  true 
test  of  endurance  not  only  for  the  can- 
didates but  for  their  vocal,  enthusiastic 
supporters,  most  of  whom  would  be 
required  to  stand  throughout  each 
lengthy  encounter.  The  opening 
speaker  would  hold  forth  for  an  hour, 
his  opponent's  rebuttal  would  occupy 
an  hour-and-a-half,  and  the  original 
speaker  would  conclude  with  a  final 
thirty  minutes.  No  moderator — and  no 
other  rules — would  constrain  them.  The 
stage  was  set. 

The  debates  that  began  in  Ottawa 
in  oppressive  August  heat  and  ended 
in  Alton  in  crisp  October  chill  created  a 
sensation.  To  communities  locked  in 
rural  isolation  that  offered  no  mass  en- 
tertainment other  than  the  occasional 
revival  meeting,  the  debates  combined 
the  fervor  of  religion  with  the  cele- 
bratory air  of  the  Fourth  of  July.  Not 
surprisingly,  the  debates  lured  tens  of 
thousands  of  spectators  and  fed  the 
interest  of  millions  more  through  re- 
prints that  appeared  in  newspapers 
throughout  the  country. 

Those  transcriptions  proved  far 
from  perfect;  in  fact,  they  varied  wildly 
depending  on  which  stenographic  re- 
port one  consulted — the  Democratic 
party's  version  commissioned  by  the 
Chicago  Daily  Times,  or  the  Republican 
version,  ordered  up  by  the  Chicago  Press 
&  Tribune.  Invariably  the  pro-Douglas 
paper  edited  and  polished  its  own 
candidate's  remarks  and  virtually  ig- 
nored (or,  some  charged,  maimed) 
Lincoln's.  Meanwhile  the  pro-Lincoln 


papers  miraculously  transformed  their 
candidate's  typically  tortured  extem- 
poraneous speech  into  syntactical  el- 
egance, doing  little  to  reduce  the  bom- 
bast of  what  Douglas  said.  Even 
burnished  by  sympathetic  editors,  the 
results  were  no  more  inspiring  to  read 
than  they  had  been  to  witness. 

But  old  legends  die  hard,  and  the 
myths  clinging  to  the  Lincoln-Douglas 


Debates  are  particularly  stubborn. 
Today's  politicians  still  cite  them  as  the 
high-water  mark  of  American  political 
discourse,  evoking  nostalgic  longing 
for  their  allegedly  "issue-oriented"  for- 
mat. Which  goes  to  show,  as  Lincoln 
himself  might  have  put  it,  that  you  can 
still  fool  most  of  the  people  most  of  the 
time. 

In  fact,  both  1858  candidates  em- 
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Lincoln  and  Douglas  in  debate,  painted  by  John  D.  Whiting  (b.  1884) /The  background  iofthe 
picture  suggests  that  this  particular  encounter  took  place  inside  a  town  square,  so  it  is  evidently 
meant  to  portray  one  of  the  three  debates  that  were  held  in  such  a  location,  including  the  first 
debate  at  Ottawa.  (From  the  Frank  J.  and  Virginia  Williams  Collection  of  Lincolniana.  Photo: 
Mary  Murphy) 
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